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CONTINUOUS ASSESSMENT IN THE ORAL
COMMUNICATION CLASS: TEACHER
CONSTRUCTED TEST

Shanta Nair - Venugopal
INTRODUCTION

The Teacher As Tester

There is evidence that not only arc teachers good judges of behaviour, they
are also reliable judges of test performances. (Callaway, D R 1980). However it
would be quite naive and perhaps even imprudent to suggest then, that all
tcachers will also by extcnsion make naturally good testers given Spolsky's (1975)
rhetoric on whether testing is art or science. Nevertheless, it can be assumed
that a tcacher who has been actively involved in coursc design or better still in
the privileged position of *negotiating’ the curriculum, with her students would at
lcast have a blucprint of sorts as a starting point for the construction of tests for
that coursc. This could be further enhanced if the process is subjected to
fricndly criticism at the very least by other members of staff in relation to the
objeetives of the coursc or curriculum as a whole. The tcacher is then in the
informcd and cducated position of being able to translate the objectives of the
course into lcsts construction by linking the specific objectives of the coursc with
the task specifications identified. The test would then be underpinncd by at least
a view of language lcarning even if not a full ficdged theory, in a clear case of
doing the best that can be donc. The analogy is best supplicd by Skchan (1988)
who summarized the current state of the art on (communicativc) testing.

~_Sinee ... definitive theories do not cxist, testers have to do the best they
can with such theorics as arc availablc.”

The contention thercfore is that the teacher who has had somec
responsibility for course design and implementation is in many ways pre-
cmincntly qualificd to construct tests for the «. irsc particularly if it is backed by
expericnce and shared knowledge in the ficld. Since the target group is known at
first hand, nccds can be fairly accuratcly specificd on the basis of introspection
and cxpericnee. The backwash effect of tcacher-made tests on tcaching can only
be beneficial. As the teacher in this case is also responsible for coursc content
(and like all other teachcers across the board has the best interests of her students
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at hcart), she will certainly teach what is to be tested, test what is taught and
"bias for best’ in the usc of test procedures and situations. The only possible
danger lurking in this happy land is the possibility of a teacher who willy-nilly
tcaches the test as well and thereby nullinies its valuc as a measuring instrument.

BACKGROUND
The Target Group

At the English Department of the National University of Malaysia (UKM),
students in the sccond year of the B A in English Studics program arc required
to take both levels 1 and 2 of an oral communication coursc that straddles two
semesters or onc academic session. Thesc students arc viewed as potential
candidates for the B A in English Studics dcgree and there is a tremendous
responsibility (cqually shared by the writing and rcading courscs) to improve
their language ability to make them “respectablc” (Nair-Venugopal, S. 1988)
candidates for thc program. This may be scen as the perecived and immcdiate
nced. The projected or future necd is scen as a high level of language ability
that also makes for good language modclling as there is evidence that many of
these students upon graduation cnroll for a diploma in Education and bccome
English language tcachers. The maturc students in the course arc invariably
tcachers too. The responsibility is cven more awesome given the language
situation 1n the ~suntry which whilc overtly ESL also manifcsts many hybrids of
the ESL/EFL situation, notwithstanding government efforts at promoting
English as an important sccond language. Thesc students (except those who are
cxempted on the basis of a placement test and have earncd credits cquivalent to
the coursc) arc also subjcct to a one ycar fairly intcnsive preparatory proficicncy
program (twclve hours per week). The emphasis in this coursc is on an
integrated tcaching of the four language skills. These students have also had a
minimum of clever years of instruction in English as a subject in school. There
is also invariably the casc of the mature student who has probably had ‘more’
English instruction, having becn subject chironclogically to a different system of
education in the country’s history.

Course Objectives
The oral communication course compriscs two levels- cach icvel taught

over two semesters consccutively. The gencral aim of level 1 is to provide a
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language lcarning cnvironmeat for the acquisition of advanced oral skills and
that of level 11 to augment and improve upon the skills acquired in level 1, thus
providing a lcarning continuum for the acquisition of advanced oral skills. At
this juncture it must be pointed out that in the integrated program of the first
year there is an oral fluency component. In other words the students in the
sccond year have alrcady been thrown into the *deep end’ as it were and the
assumption is that upon entry to Level T they have more than banal or survival
skills in oral communication. The reality is that students in spite of the first year
of fairly intcnsive instruction and exposurc enter the sccond year with varying
levels of abilitics. The task at hand for the second year oral skills programme is
quite clear; raisc levels of individual oral ability, bridgc varying levels of
individual abilitics and yet help students to develop at their own pace. Hence the
need to see the language class as a language acquisition cnvironmeant bearing in
mind that contact and exposure with the language outside the class is not
optimal. The main objective in Level 1 is to achicve a high level of oral fluency
in the language with an accompanying level of confidence and intclligibility, the
latter being viewed with some urgency since native vernaculars arc increasingly
used for social communication outside the classroom and Bahasa Malaysia
remains the language of instruction for courses in all other disciplines. The main
objective of Level I is to achicve a high level of oral language ability. Both these
objcctives arc further broken down into specific objectives for both levels. The
tests are pegged against these objcctives.

The specific objectives of Level T of the course arc as follows:
1 attain high levels of intelligibility in speech
comprchend standard varietics of the spoken language without difficulty

interact and conversc freely among themsclves and other speakers of the
language

convey information,narratc and describe; express and justify opinions.

These objectives arc realized through an eclectic methodology using a
varicty of instructional devices, classroom proccdures and multimedia materials.

The second objective is realized largely through practice in the language
laboratory and it is not tested ic. clicited for as a skill domain in the tests that
have been developed for the coursc. Whilc it is gencrally accepted that listening
comprchension as a skill is not casy to teach, it is cven miore clusive to test.
According to Brown, GG. and Yule, G. (1983)
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“...a listencr’s task performance may be unreliable for a number of
rcasons... we have only a very limited understanding of how we could
determine what it is that lis’cning comprchension entails. Given these
two obscrvations, it would scem that the asscssment of listening
comprchension is an extremely complex undertaking'.

Having said that, why then has listening comprehension been included as a
dcsirable objective on the course? As the view of language underlying the
coursc is that of communication, no course that purports to teach oral
communication (which view of language surcly sces listening as a reciprocal
skillj can justifiably not pay attention to teaching it at least. Objective 3 is
specifically tested as speech interaction in the form of group discussions and 4 as
citended “impromptu” speech in 3 modes. 1 is rated as a variable of
performance for both these test types. 4 is also subsumed as "cnabling’ skills in
the group discussion test.

Objectives for level 2 arc as follows:

1 not only comprchend all standard varictics of the language but also make
themsclves understood to other speakers of the language without difficulty.

participate in discussions on topics of a wide range of gencral interest
without hesitation or cffort

spcak beforc audicnces confidently (as in public speaking/platform
activitics)

convey information, persuade others and express themsclves cffectively as
uscrs of the language (as in debates and forums)

Thesc objectives are achicved through the usc of a sclection of instructional
devices, classroom procedurcs and modes such as simulations, small group
discussions, dcbates and public speaking.

Objective 2 is tested using the group discussion test. 3 and 4 to borrow
Taronc’s notion (1982/83) of a "continuum of interlanguage styles” arc to be
scen as cxamples of "carcful styles” and arc tested as formal modes of speaking
and dcbatcs. Qbjective 4 is also clicited as performance variables in the group
discussion test. The sccond part of 1ic. intelligibility/compreleensibility operates
as an important variablc in asscssing the performance of all these tests. The
final tests for both levels sample global communicative abulity in the rehearsed
speech genre which is an oral ncwsmagazine presentation on tape for the first

. 233 5
BEST COPY AVAILABLE




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

level and a videotaped presentation for the secord level of either onc of two
platform activitics or a chat show. Both are take-home, end-of-semester
projects.

THE TESTS

Some Considerations

“In constructing tests, it is cssential to have a defined curriculum or a set
body of knowledge from which testers determine what to test (Shohamy, E
1988)".

To ccho Charles Alderson (1983) the most important question to be asked
of any test is, "What is it measuring?" which "can be determined by a varicty of
means including face inspection™. Needless to say there arc two other questions
that merit cqual consideration. One is, how is it measured and perhaps more
crucially why? With reference to these tests, the question "for whom" ie. the
target group has already been answered. As for purpose, cach test type is seen
as having a specificd purposc that corresponds to an ability in an oral skill
domain that has been .clincated in the course objectives. Task specifications arc
prescribed by the oral skills domains. Therefore each test would sample
different behaviour or skills in the form of different speech modes and the task
specifications will vary from test type to test type. However all tests will test for
both linguistic and communicative ability.

“It is difficult to totally scparate the two critcria, as the linguistic quality of
an utterance can influcnce comprehensibility the basic communicative
criterion. Further, while a ma‘.r goal of most college or secondary
language programs is communicative ability in the target language, there
is justifiable conccrn with linguistic correctness because ...we are not just
attempting to teach survival communications..., we are also trying to tcach
literacy in another language™. Bartz W H (1979)

It is quite clcar that as the view of the language underlying the teaching is
communicative and the view of language learning, that of acquisition,
achicvement tests administered both mid-way and at the end of each scmesler
will not allow the tcacher to obtain feedback on acquired ability which could be
used for diagnostic purposes as well (particularly at entry from the first level to
the second), nor allow for a *profiling’ of performance. Hence the need for and
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the development of a continuous “battery’ of tests, spaced out in relation to their
ordering on the course and as spelt out by the course objectives. These have
been conceptualized as oral skills domains and rated accordingly.

"...Advances in the state of the art of achievement testing are dircetly
related to advances in the concept of skills domains on which student
achicvement is assessed”. Shoemaker (cited by Swain M. 1980)

The tests are administered at various points in the semesters that roughly
coincide with points on the caurse where the skills (o be tested have already been
taught or practised. The course provides ample opportunity in the practice of
these skills. Such an ordering on the learning continuum had implications for
the content validity of the tests where,

"Content validity rcfers to the ability of a test to measure what has been
taught and suuscquently learned by the students. It is obvious that
teachers must sec that the test is designed so that it contains items that
cc-relate with the content of instruction. Thus it follows that unless
students are given practice :n oral communication in the foreign language
classroom, evaluation of comm: nication may not be valid...." Bartz (W H
1979).

By spacing out the tests in relation to the content, not only is the teacher-
tester able to ’fit’ the test to the content, she is also able after cach test to obtain
valuable feedback for the teaching of the subscquent domains that have been
arranged in a cyclical fashion. Hence learning and performance is also on a
cumulative basis because cach skill taught and learnt or acquired presupposes
and builds on the acquisition and the devclopment of the preccding skills. It is
on these bases that the tests have been developed and administered over a
period of time. They are direct tests of performance that are communicative in
naturc and administered on a cumulative basis as part of on-going course
assessment for both levels. The tests formats, and methods of clicitation owe
much to some knowledge in the ficld (particularly the state of the art), test
feedback, student introspection and teacher retrospection and experience with its
full range of hunches and intuition.




Test Types

Level |
Leve | as mentioned carlier consists of three test types.
Extended/ impromptu’ speech
Group discussion

End-of-scmester project

There are three speaking tasks of this type. Student speak for about 2
minutes on the first, 2-3 on the sccond and 3-5 on the third. The tasks test for
three modes of speech as [ollows:

(i) Talking about oncsclf, others and cxpericnces
(ii) Narrating and describing incidents and cvents
(iii) Expressing and justifying opinions.

1 (i) and (ii) arc tested at the beginning of the first level mainly for diagnostic
purposcs as the students arc of heterogencous levels of proficicncy. The
speeches arc staggered for both (i) and (iii) to cnsure that cach student has a
minimum of a minute or so to preparc mentally for the topic. For (ii) they arc
all given an cqual amount of timce to prepare mentally and to make notes. When
the testing begins they listen to cach other speak, as the audicnce, thus providing
the motivation and a 'valid’ rcason as it were for the task. (iii) is tested before
the sccond half of the semester, to obtain information on lcarncd bchaviour as
the students have had sufficicnt practice in expressing and justifying cpinions
through rcaching consensus in group work. The topics for (i) and (ii) arc well
within the students’ realm of expericnce and interest such as

The happiest day in my lifc.
The person who has influenced me the most.

However the topics for (iii) arc of a slightly controversial nature such as
Should smoking be banncd in all public places?

Do women make better teachers?
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Both (ii) and (iii) arc rated for global ability to communicate in the mode
which is the overall ability of the student to persuade or justify reasons taken for
a stand in the case of the latter and to describe, report and narrate in the case of
the former.

2 The gromp discussion test is administered in the second half of the semester
as by this time there has been plenty of practice in the interaction mode as the
modus operardi of Level 1 is small group work. 1t tests specificaily for oral
interaction skills. The topics for group discussion tests are also based on the
tacit principle that the content should be cither familiar or known and not pose
problems in the interaction process. Though the amount of communication (size
of contribution) and substantiveness is rated as criteria, content per se is not
rated. Group discussion in Level 1 tests lower order interaction skills that are
discernible at the conversational level.

The groups discussion test has been modelled on the lines of the Bagrut
group discussion test with some modifications (scc Shomay, E., Reves, T. and
Bejerano, Y. 1986 and Gefen, R. 1987). In Level | the topics arc of mattcrs
that cither concern or pose a problem to the test takers as UKM students.
Hence there is sufficient impetus to talk about them and this *guarantecs’
initiation by all members of the group in the discussion. Topics in the form of
statements arc distributed just before the tests from a prepared paool of topics.
Each topic comes with a sct of questions. Students arc allowed to read the
questions in advance but discussion on the topic and questions belore the test is
not permitted. These questions function as cues to dircct and manage the
interaction. They need not be answered. In fact students may want to speak on
other aspects of the topic. An example of the topic and questions is as follows:

Scholarships should be awarded on need and not on merit.
(a) Are both cqually important considerations?

Should students have a say in who gets scholarships ic. have student
representatives on scholarship boards?

(¢) Do generous scholarships make students depeadent on aid?

(d) Are repayable-upon-graduation loans better than scholarships as more
students can benefit?

Groups arc small and students arc divided (depending on class size) into 4-

S (maximum) students per group. It has been possible to establish a rough ratio
between rating time per test-taker and their number per group. Groups of 4
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took 15-20 minutes to round off the discussion and groups of 5 took about 20-25
minutes. However, it is desirable not to cut off the discussion after 20-25
minutes, as extra time (usually an extra 5 minutes) helped to confirm ratings.
Rating is immcdiate on the score sheets prepared for the test (sce Appendix C
ii). A.variation of the lopics with » . * ~um backwash effect on lcarning is to use
books that have been recommended for extensive reading as stimulus for group
discussion. This has becn trialled as a class activity.

It can be scen that the oral interview test is aoticcably absent in the
sampling of specch interactions for Level I of the course and probably begs the
question why, as it is a common and well established test for testing oral
interaction. Suffice to say that it is firstly one of the tests administered in the
first year intcgrated program (and therefore sampled). Sccondly the group
discussion appears to be a more valid (face and content) test of oral interaction
in relation to the course objectives.

3 Since a premium is placed on intclligibility/comprehensibility the end-of-
semester project tests for overall verbal communicative ability in the rehcarsed
speech genre in the form of a news magazine that is audio tapcd for assessment

and review. The news magazine may be prescnted either as a collage of items of
news and views of events and activitics on campus or thematically cg. sports on

campus, cultural activitics, student problems ctc.

Level 11

This level consists of 4 test types.

Group discussion

Public spcaking

Dcbatcs

End-of-semester project
1 In the second level the group discussion test is administered carly in the
semester and the results used to determine how much more practice is necded in
improving intcraction skills before proceeding to the more formal performance-
oricnted speech genres. The topics for the group discussion in the second level
arc of a more controversial nature than in the first. Although cognitive load is

expected to be greater in the tests, procedures for test administration and
sroring arc the samc.
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2 Public speaking is tested mid-way in the sccond semester after lecture-
demonstrations and a serics of class presentations. As a test of global
communication skills, both verbal and non-verbal, it represents fairly high level
order skills on the language learning continuum assumed for the coursc. Like
debates, it is a sample of rchcarsed speech in a formal situation. It is also viewed
as a nccessary advanced oral skill. Examples of topics are,

Mothers should not go out to work.
Alcoholisir is a worse social cvil than drug abuse.

3 The dcbate is placed at the end of the semester and usually viewed by the
students as a finale of sorts of thcir oral communication skills. As with the
public speaking test, topics and teams (for the debates) arc made known weli in
advance and students work on the topics cooperatively for the latter. The
backwash cffcst on the acquisition of social and study skills is tremendous as
students arc informed that ratings reflect group effort in the debating process.
Both tests 2 and 3 are rated immediately and video taped for both review and
record purposcs.

4 The end-of-semester can take two forms --- that of a form of a platform
activity (in the public spcaking modc) or a chat show (specch interaction). Both
test for skills lcarned or acquired during the course. The platform activity and
the formal specch situation can be cither an appeal (for blood donation, funds,
etc) or the promotion of a product/scrvice or idea. The chat show tests for oral
intcraction in the form of an cxtended interview of a ‘celebrity’. Both tests
simulate real life situations and allow for creativity and flexibility in that students
can assumc personae.

Criteria and Rating Scales

*Testers should construct their own rating scales according to the purpose
of the test”. (Shohamy E. 1988)

Rating scales have been constructed for all the tests developed. A look at
the critcria and the rating scales (see appendices) for the various tests discussed
above, shows that the criteria for cach test varies although some (mainly
linguistic) recur as each test samples different types of communicative ability.

Working over a period of time (ic two years = four scmesters) it has been
possible to specify what critcria should be used to rate cach test and thercfore
what sorts of rating scalcs to produce. It has also been possible to sclect specific
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components from the broader criteria identificd for each rating scalc. In this
scnse cach test has cvolved pedagogically (mainly) and psychologically over a
period of time to become more comprehensive in terms of the test (task)
specifications. Feedback in the form of student responses (and reaction) to cach
task has also helped the tests to jell as they were used to make changes especially
to the criteria and subscquently the rating scale so as to reflect a wider possibic
range of responses for cach test.

Obviously comprehensiveness of criteria should not be at the expense of the
fcasibility of rating scalcs and the practicality of scoring procedures. Too many
descriptors can make it difficult for a rater to cvaluate the performance in any
one task. Using all these simultancously to make an immediatc judgcment is no
mean task. Hence, instcad of fully descriptive qualitative scales, more
parsimonious rating scales were devised. Working hand in hand with a checklist
of what are essentially holistic criteria which will vary according to test purposc,
the tester rates analyticallyon a 1 to 4 or 6 point scalc depending on the test.
These scales arc also grouped into 3 broad bands of *weak’, 'fair’ and 'good’
which provide guidclines to help the rater to keep on course in the abscnce of
banded descriptors. There is also space on cach scorc-sheet for tester
comments. This allows the tester to make relevant remarks of cach test on an
individual basis particularly with reference to those factors that had an apparent
cffect on test performance, verbal, non-verbal or affective.

The problcm (personal expericnce) with banded qualitative rating scalcs is
that the descriptors may not fit the description of the individua! student in that
some of the performance variables for any onc componcnt may be absent while
othcrs may be present. And there are students whose performance defy "pigcon-
holing’. However, it is possiblc to categorize the same students, firstly, on a
broad basis as 'weak’, "fair’ and 'good’ and then work from there to rate them
analytically on weighted 6 point scales in this case. It may cven be possible to
describe them with reference to the criteria on an individual basis as it is small
scale testing. While such rating proccdurcs remain subjective and may even be
criticized on that basis, at the very Icast they preveat sterco typing of students by
not assigning their performance to prescriptive rcady-madc bands.

CONCLUSION
Test Anxiety
A certain amount of anxicty has been removed from the testing situations in

the course firstly, because of the ongoing nature of the assessments and sccondly
because of the wider sampling of the speech genres.
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“There is ... evidence in the literaturc that the format of a task can unduly
affect the performance of some candidates. This makes it nccessary to
include a variety of test formats for assessing each construct... In this
case, candidates might be given a better chance of demonstrating
potentially diffcring abilitics (Weir, C. 1989).

Practitioners know that not only do levels of test anxicty vary from situation
to situation and from testee to testee, it may not even be possible (o climinate
anxicty as an affcctive variable. However, in order to further reduce test anxicty
and to 'bias for best’, students arc informed at the beginning of cach level about
course objectives and expectations, test types and task specifications explaincd.
Fecdback is also provided after each test although actual scores obtained arc not
divulged.

Other Matters

All tests of courses on the university curriculum (cumulative or otherwise)
arc scen as achicvement tests with scores and grades awarded accordingly.
There is a certain amount of tension between rating according to specified
criteria and the subscquent conversion of the weightage of the ~H>mponents of
these criteria into scores. However despite this constraint it is stifl possible to
speak of a student’s profile of performance in the oral communication class (rom
level to level. At the end of the second year similar judgements can be made of
them as potential students for the B A in English Studics.

The oral communication coursc has also been offered more recently as an
elective to other students and therefore involves more teachers. While the
difference in clientele docs change some of the course’s methodological
perspectives, the objectives have still been maintained as needs are broadly
similar. The tests are now being subjected to a process of small-scale teacher
validation since the question of some extrapolation is apparcnt. There have been
informal training and practice scssions for the tcachers in the usc of the critcria
and rating scales. Past samples of performance have been reviewed to arrive at
bench marks and pre-marking sessions held to increase intra and inter-rater
rcliability. The intersubjectivity and teacher feedback on all these aspects are
invaluable in improving the efficacy of the test as instruments, at least with
reference to face and content validity. Obviously more work has o be done
before anything corclusive can be said.
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